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‘I’m coming to you in this song,
Here I come still holding your law’
—Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett), Punkillpiri 2009

Reflecting on the decade since the passing of Nyurapayia—along with many of her contemporaries from
the late desert art movement—it is apparent to me that the paintings were created to transcend the purely
aesthetic. Rather, they belong culturally and socially in a place far more important to us. No matter how
beautiful the canvases are, the work of the artists is in fact a direct and unbroken communion with the law,
spirits and custodianship of this country. This is a law that has been held for countless millennia. For these
artists, creating paintings was not just about providing for the gallery system and museums, nor was it
about the collections in which the paintings would ultimately hang. Rather, it was a conscious act for these
artists to ensure a continuation of the understanding of what makes this place and how we should exist in
it. Their paintings contain iconography and stories that intertwine—holding a power that is deeper than
any contemporary document that may lay claim to the land.
Imagine for one moment that the visual legacy of the great artists created in the last 50 years never
happened. How little would we now understand? The enormity of what has been gifted to Australia and
around the world through the Aboriginal art movement is incalculable. It is the usual path for societies
to realise what they have after it is gone. As a nation, we are lucky that we have been left with such an
exquisite legacy for us to better understand our place in this land. The generosity of spirit of the people
who knew it all and have been willing to share it in paint is the greatest endowment for which a society
could hope.
Ralph Hobbs
September, 2021

Warning: Some images and video footage in this document contain images of deceased peoples.
Cover Image: Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa sings, Punkilpirri WA, 2009. Photo: Ralph Hobbs

THE WESTERN DESERT

Map—The Western Desert of Australia including mark-ups of key locations relating to the artists in this
document. Zoom in for detailed viewing

NYURAPAYIA NAMPITJINPA (Mrs Bennett)
b. circa 1935-2013
Yumarra, Western Australia
Language: Pintupi and Ngaatjatjarra

Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa, Punkilpirri, 2009. Photo: Ralph Hobbs

For a person from the desert, his or her Tjukurrpa (Dreaming) is sacrosanct.
Tjukurrpa is a paradigm like art or science; it gives value and meaning to Aboriginal society. It
explains how Aboriginal people came to be and details their spiritual ancestors who are responsible
for the creation of the universe.
Mrs Bennett was one of the most important custodians of law in the Western Desert up until her
death in 2013. Her understanding and teaching was revered throughout her country. She was also
one of the most extraordinary painters of the desert movement. Mrs Bennet’s jewel-like canvases tell
the stories of her beloved Pangkupirri Rockhole and the life she once lived there. Detail morphed to
vastness, every painting different, and every painting important - her Tjukurrpa.

Read Article: Ralph Hobbs, Nyurapayia, holder of the law, Vault Magazine, Mar-May 2013

Seated from bottom right (R-L): Nyruapayia Nampitjinpa, Ester Giles Nampitjinpa & Tjawina Porter Nampitjinpa. Photo: Ralph Hobbs

In October 2009, three sisters—Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa, Esther Giles Nampitjinpa and Tjawina
Porter Nampitjinpa journeyed with Ralph Hobbs and Ken McGregor to their ancestral homeland of
Punkilpirri in the Western Desert in the heart of Australia. They camped in the same place that they
had lived with their families decades before. The three women sang and clapped as they journeyed
to their country. Six etchings were created by Mrs Bennett under a tree that Mrs Porter had given
birth to a son decades earlier. As she painted, she sang the stories, spoke to the ancestors and held
them up to the Puli or hills, to the spirits that are the landscape.

View this footage—‘Chasing the Clouds’—A film by Ken McGregor and Nina Gubler.

Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
2008
Cat No. MRSB200831
Acrylic on linen
122 x 35.5cm
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Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
2008
Cat No. MRSB200831
Acrylic on linen
122 x 35.5cm
Provenance: Yanda Aboriginal Art
Private Collection, Sydney

Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
Cat No. AEMRSB120AD
Acrylic on linen
74 x 59cm
Provenance: Yanda Aboriginal Art
Private Collection, Sydney

Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
Cat No. JJC98
Acrylic on linen
74.5 x 59cm
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Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
Cat No. JJC98
Acrylic on linen
74.5 x 59cm
Provenance: Yanda Aboriginal Art
Private Collection, Sydney

Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED
2010
Cat No. MRSB201009
Acrylic on linen
74.5 x 59cm
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Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)
UNTITLED

2010
Cat No. MRSB201009
Acrylic on linen
74.5 x 59cm
Illustrated in “The Art of Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa” by Ken McGregor &
Ralph Hobbs (shown left),
Published by MacMillan, 2014, p216
Provenance: Yanda Aboriginal Art
Private Collection, Sydney
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Nyurapayia Nampitjinpa (Mrs Bennett)

BILL WHISKEY TJAPALTJARRI
(Kunmanara Tjapaltjari) b. 1920 – 2008
Pirupa Akla
Language: Pitjantjatjara

Bill Whiskey painting at Mount Liebig in 2008. Photo: Ralph Hobbs

In a short but spectacular painting career before his passing in 2008, Bill Whiskey became and
remains one of the most collectible Western Desert artists of the last two decades.
His iconic imagery revolves around his Dreaming story of the cockatoo, crow, and a Good
Samaritan eagle. It is an allegorical tale of the result of jealousy and the good that comes from
rendering assistance to those in need. The story takes place in the country around Uluru and
Kata Tjuta (The Olga’s). The beautiful canvases morph the land into the myth creating works of
exquisite aesthetic power. It is little surprise that Bill Whiskey was a Ngangkari—a traditional
healer—revered within his country as a man who could cure all with his songs and hands, his
paintings no doubt sit within this paradigm.
Whiskey is represented in important private and public collections and he has exhibited in
London, Japan, Milan and throughout Australia. In 2019, he was included in a major exhibition
titled Desert Painters of Australia with Gagosian Gallery in New York and Los Angeles. In 2020,
a vast 2 x 5metre canvas titled Rockholes and Country near the Olgas sold to a collector in Los
Angeles for $320,000.
READ ARTICLE: Ralph Hobbs, Remembering Bill Whiskey Tjapaltjarri, Vault Magazine, Aug - Oct 2020
VIEW 7min FILM ABOUT BILL WHISKEY “THAT OLD MAN”

Bill Whiskey Tjapaltjarri
ROCKHOLES NEAR THE OLGAS (Panel 4)
Acrylic on board
39.5 x 27cm framed
Provenance: Watiyawanu Artists of Amunturrungu
Private Collection, Sydney

Bill Whiskey Tjapaltjarri
ROCKHOLES NEAR THE OLGAS (Panel 5)
Acrylic on board
39.5 x 27cm framed
Provenance: Watiyawanu Artists of Amunturrungu
Private Collection, Sydney

NAATA NUNGURRAYI
b. 1932
Kumilnga, Pollock Hills, WA
Language: Pintubi
VIEW CV

Photo credit: Ralph Hobbs

Born in 1932 at rockholes west of Pollock Hills, the great Piutipi artist Naata Nungurrayi’s
paintings tell stories of her nomadic life walking the hills and plains with her family (including
siblings Nancy Ross Nungurrayi and George Tjungurrayi), west of Kiwirrkurra in Western Australia.
Her ceremonial narratives are entrusted with provincial annotations about place and how to live
within Piutipi women’s law. The stories contained within her paintings are of absolute importance
to her—Naata’s vision of the land and her personal history intertwine. The meaning of form and
her use of vibrant colour overlaid on her storylines weave throughout her often-vast canvases.
Mythical and ancient in concept, yet utterly contemporary in execution.
Naata’s works are held in numerous state and national collections (The ANU, Canberra holds 34
paintings) and she has been included in many important exhibitions. She is highly sought-after
by private collectors in Australia, Europe and the United States and was nominated among the
top 50 of Australia’s most collectable artists by the Australian Art Collector magazine in 2004.
Naata is also an eight-time finalist in the The National Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Art Awards
(NATSIAA).

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED DRAWING I
Watercolour on paper
68.5 x 49cm (framed size)

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED DRAWING II
Watercolour on paper
68.5 x 49cm (framed size)
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Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED DRAWING 1 & II

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED I
2013
Etching
49 x 39.5cm (framed size)
Edition 10/10

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED
2013
Suite of 6 etchings
19.5 x 15cm image size
57 x 38cm print size
68 x 59cm (framed size)
Edition size: 20
This suite of etchings, published by Ken McGregor over 18 months, is rich in iconography and is
unique in its simplicity and stripped-back beauty. It is a valuable record of sacred visual language.

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED 1 & 2

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED 3 & 4

Naata Nungurrayi
UNTITLED 5 & 6

Photo credit: Ken McGregor

Naata Nungurrayi
Signing the prints, 2013

KAYI KAYI NAMPITJINPA
b. 1946- deceased
Kiwirrkurra, WA
Language: Pintupi

Kayi Kayi Nampitjinpa was born in 1946 in her traditional country of Kiwirrkurra, North West of
Alice Springs. Kayi Kayi was one of the second generation women artists whose early beginnings
centered around assisting the male artists of Papunya—but who emerged with her own unique and
sophisticated style. In 1996, She began painting in the Pintupi community at Kintore—founded in
the early 1980’s when the Pintupi tribes left the government reservation at Papunya.
Kayi Kayi primarily painted rock hole dreaming and women’s ceremony from her ancestral country
around Kiwirrkurra—the sacred Tingari cycle underpinned her works. Tingari are a group of mythical
characters of the Dreaming who travelled over vast stretches of the country, performing rituals and
creating and shaping particular sites. The Tingari women usually followed the Tingari men and were
accompanied by novices.
It is the Tingari men and women’s travels and adventures that are enshrined in a number of song
cycles. It is only through initiation ceremony that Kayi Kayi had permission to paint the stories.
Kayi Kayi’s work is held in major public and private collections including; Museum and Art Gallery
of the Northern Territory, Darwin, Hank Ebes Collection, Melbourne, Araluen Arts Centre, Alice
Springs, Gantner Myer Collection, San Francisco, Artbank, Sydney, National Gallery of Victoria,
Melbourne University of New South Wales, Sydney. She was a finalist in the 2000 17th NATSIAA,
Darwin.

Kayi Kayi Nampitjinpa
UNTITLED
Cat No: KC001NH
Acrylic on linen
152 x 46cm
Provenance: Yanda Aboriginal Art

JUSTIN TJUNGURRAYI CORBY
b. 1982

Kintore - Walungurru
Language: Luritja

Notes taken from Justin Tjungurrayi Corby by Ralph Hobbs, Haasts Bluff, 2009

Justin Tjungurrayi Corby is one of the youngest and most promising emerging Indigenous artists
working today. Born in Papunya in 1982 and schooled in Kintore, Corby now lives and paints in the
small Aboriginal community of Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff) about 230 kilometres west of Alice Springs.
Justin is the son of the famous Papunya artist, Lindsay Tjungurrai Corby, and nephew of David
Tjapaltjarri Corby, one of the early group of artists at Papunya Tula. Justin was given permission
by his father, who was the custodian of many important Dreamings, to paint his family’s stories
and ensure the continuation of their artistic and cultural heritage. Whilst he was instructed in his
family’s particular style of painting, Justin was intuitive in creating his own unique style with bold
yet simply geometric forms and vibrant colours. The four main Dreamings in Corby’s art are all
played out in ancestral sites near Jtunti (meaning a rock shelf or cave in Pintupi language) northwest of Papunya.
A major waterhole resides at Jtunti and people come here to dig to find fresh water. His inherited
Dreamings include the Budgerigar Dreaming, Emu Dreaming, Travelling Snake Dreaming and
Kangaroo Dreaming, all different in composition and colour but interconnected in terms of
topography. *This description is based on an article by Professor Sasha Grishin AM, FAHA which
appeared in Panorama, The Canberra Times on December 8, 2007. VIEW ARTICLE

Justin Tjungurrayi Corby
Jtunti Budgerigar Dreaming
2013
Relief print
90 x 68cm unframed
119.5 x 88.5 framed
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Women’s campsite, Punkilpirri, Western Desert, NT
Photo: Ralph Hobbs
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